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AN ERROR ANALYSIS OF THE WRITTEN ENGLISH ESSAYS OF CHINESE 
UNIVERSITY STUDENTS IN MALAYSIA  
 
This study aims to identify and analyse errors found in essays produced by Chinese university 
students in Malaysia. The frequencies of errors in each category and the sources of the errors 
were determined. The researcher performed an error analysis on 46 English written essays 
entitled “My Best Friend” produced by 46 participants that were selected through purposive 
sampling. To determine the frequencies of each error category, the errors were grouped into 19 
categories. The errors in the 19 error categories were then grouped according to the surface 
strategy taxonomy proposed by Dulay, Burt, and Krashen (1982). Besides, the classification of 
sources of errors proposed by Richards (1974) was adapted into three sources, i.e. Chinese 
influenced errors, Malay influenced errors and intralingual errors. It was found that the five 
most common errors are verb tense errors, singular/plural errors, verb choice errors, determiner 
errors and preposition choice errors. Besides, the source of errors found with the highest 
frequency is Chinese influenced errors with a frequency of 497 instances (58.3%), followed by 
Malay influenced errors with 403 instances (47.2%) and intralingual errors (363 instances, 
42.6%). Most Chinese and Malay influenced errors were due to verb tense omission, 
singular/plural omission, determiner omission, verb choice omission and verb tense 
misinformation. On the contrary, interlingual errors were due to verb tense misinformation, 






ANALISIS KESALAHAN PENULISAN BAHASA INGGERIS PELAJAR UNIVERSITI 
BERBANGSA CINA DI MALAYSIA 
Kajian ini bertujuan untuk mengenal pasti dan menganalisis kesalahan yang terdapat dalam 
karangan yang dihasilkan oleh pelajar universiti berbangsa Cina di Malaysia. Kekerapan 
kesalahan dalam setiap kategori dan sumber kesalahan telah ditentukan. Pengkaji melakukan 
analisis kesalahan pada 46 esei bertulis Inggeris bertajuk “My Best Friend” yang dihasilkan 
oleh 46 peserta yang dipilih melalui persampelan bertujuan. Bagi menentukan frekuensi setiap 
kategori kesalahan, kesalahan dikelompokkan menjadi 19 kategori. Kesalahan dalam 19 
kategori kesalahan kemudian dikelompokkan mengikut taksonomi strategi permukaan yang 
dikemukakan oleh Dulay, Burt, dan Krashen (1982). Selain itu, klasifikasi sumber kesalahan 
yang dikemukakan oleh Richards (1974) diadaptasi menjadi tiga sumber, iaitu kesalahan yang 
dipengaruhi bahasa Cina, kesalahan yang dipengaruhi bahasa Melayu dan kesalahan 
intralingual. Didapati bahawa lima kesalahan yang paling umum adalah kesalahan kata kerja 
kala, kesalahan tunggal / jamak, kesalahan pilihan kata kerja, kesalahan penentu dan 
kesalahan pilihan kata sendi. Selain itu, sumber ralat yang didapati dengan frekuensi tertinggi 
adalah kesalahan yang dipengaruhi oleh bahasa Cina dengan frekuensi 497 (58.3%), diikuti 
oleh kesalahan yang dipengaruhi oleh bahasa Melayu dengan 403 kejadian (47.2%) dan 
kesalahan intralingual (363 kejadian, 42.6%). Sebilangan besar kesalahan yang dipengaruhi 
bahasa Cina dan Melayu disebabkan oleh peninggalan kata kerja, peninggalan tunggal / 
jamak, peninggalan penentu, peninggalan pilihan kata kerja dan maklumat yang tidak jelas 
dalam pemilihan kata sendi. Sebaliknya, kesalahan intralingual disebabkan oleh salah 
maklumat kata kerja kala, peninggalan tanda baca, salah maklumat ejaan, penambahan kata 
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1.1 Research problem 
According to Tauchmanova (2016), the knowledge of one language influences the learning of 
another language. The influence could either be positive or negative, i.e. it could either assist 
or impede the learning of another language. The knowledge of a learned language could assist 
the learning of another when they share the same grammatical rules where learners could apply 
the acquired features onto the new language, resulting in a faster and more effective learning 
process. However, when the target language does not share similar grammatical rules, 
influences from their already acquired language will create difficulties for the learning of a new 
language. This is because learners might mistakenly apply grammatical features from their 
learned language onto the target language, assuming that both languages share the same 
structures (Tauchmanova, 2016). 
Over the years, different methods have been introduced to study these interferences. The two 
most popular methods are contrastive analysis and error analysis. Keshavarz (1999) explained 
that Error Analysis (EA) is a method that was yielded due to the flaws of Contrastive Analysis 
(CA) which was favoured by the researchers in the 1950s and 1960s. CA according to Kim 
(2001) is a comparison of the learners’ mother tongue and the second language in order to 
predict possible errors due to the similarities and differences of the languages. However, in the 
early 1970s, CA was criticised by many researchers due to its inaccuracy in predicting errors. 
This was because predicted errors did not occur, instead, errors occur in areas predicted to be 
errorless in much research (Kim, 2001). Thus, in 1970, EA which focuses on the learners’ 
interlanguage independently was proposed (James, 1998). 
Corder (1967) described EA as a systematic procedure that is used by teachers and 
researchers to analyse second language learners’ interlanguage. The procedure involves the 
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collection of learners’ language samples, the identification of the errors in the samples, the 
descriptions of those errors, the classifications of the errors according to their nature and causes 
and the evaluation of the seriousness of the errors. EA aims to determine what the learner 
knows and does not know, and to allow teachers to supply him the correct sort of information 
to form a more complete set of rules of the target language (Corder, 1967). 
However, Hu (2016) argued that instead of having to choose between these two 
approaches, CA and EA could actually complement each other. She suggested that EA should 
not be used to check errors predicted by CA, instead, EA should be used to inform CA of the 
errors that had occurred. Aside from that, CA should be used to explain the errors that happened 
in EA, i.e. whether the differences or the similarities of the language structures contributed to 
the errors. 
Many studies had been done using CA and EA to look into the interlanguage of learners. 
Past studies done to investigate the influences of a first language (L1) on the learning of a 
second language (L2) had recorded a significant amount of L1 induced errors with a mean of 
42 % L1-influenced errors from 34 studies (Pichette & Leśniewska, 2018). This shows that the 
first language has a large impact on the learning of a second language. However, it is important 
to note that those studies focused mainly on the influence of a first language on the learning of 
a second language. Studies done on individuals who learn more than one second language 
appear to be very limited. 
Tauchmanova (2016) stated that the number of people acquiring more than one foreign 
language has been constantly increasing and the learning process is more demanding as they 
are influenced by more than one language. She stated that the interference while learning the 
new language will be doubled or even multiplied for learners learning more than one foreign 
languages. A study done by her on Czech native speakers whose first foreign language is 
English and second foreign language is German shows traces of English influence in the 
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translation of Czech to German. For example, the word ‘uncle’ was used in place of ‘onkel’, 
‘when’ instead of ‘wann’ and so on. 
In Malaysia, Darus and Khor (2009) conducted a study on 70 Form One Chinese 
students from national-type Chinese schools in Malaysia whose first language is Chinese and 
second languages are Malay and English. Chinese was used as the medium of instruction 
throughout their six years of primary education, Malay and English on the other hand were 
taught as two different language subjects in class. After entering their secondary education, 
Malay was used as the medium of instruction whereby all subjects except Science, 
Mathematics, English and Chinese were taught in Malay. Science and Mathematics on the other 
hand were taught in English. Subjects taught in Malay including the language itself took up to 
920 minutes of classes per week, subjects taught in English including the English language 
subject covered 600 minutes per week whereas Chinese was only learned for 120 minutes per 
week. The participants started learning the two second languages at the same time, but their 
exposure towards Malay was higher. 
The study found that the participants made most errors in mechanics of writing, tenses, 
prepositions and subject-verb agreement. They tend to refer to their L1 while facing writing 
problems in English. It was also stated that the exposure to Malay had contributed to the errors. 
However, the extent of Malay influence on the learning of English remains unknown as the 
researchers did not look into the sources of the errors. This creates a gap of knowledge for 
researchers to look into as the sources of the errors would contribute to a better understanding 
of the learning process of this particular group of learners. As stated by Lim (1976), learners 
of a particular language background will face different challenges while learning a second 
language. Thus, it is of utmost importance to study the errors committed by this particular 
group of learners by getting down to the roots of the problems, i.e. the sources of the errors so 
that better pedagogical methods could be created to meet their needs. 
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1.2 Aim and objectives of study 
The study aims to identify and analyse errors found in essays produced by Chinese university 
students in Malaysia. 
Objectives of study 
1. To identify the frequencies of errors in each error category in the English written essays. 
2. To identify the sources of the errors. 
1.3 Operational definition of terms 
First language 
According to Saville-Troike and Barto (2016), for the purposes of second language acquisition 
(SLA), a first language is defined as a language that is acquired during early childhood, usually 
before the age of three. It is learned as they grow up among people who speak them. In this 
study, the first language refers to the Chinese language. 
Second language 
A second language is a societally dominant or an official language. It is learned for education, 
employment and other purposes. Most of the time, it is acquired by minority group members 
or immigrants who speak another native tongue (Saville-Troike & Barto, 2016). In this study, 
the second languages are the Malay and English languages. According to Thirusanku and 
Yunus (2014), Malaysia since independence has declared the Malay language as the national 
language, however, English has not been discarded. Baskaran (1985) added that English stands 
as a strong second language in Malaysia. 
Foreign language 
A foreign language according to Saville-Troike and Barto (2016) is a language that is studied 
as an elective or extra-curricular requirement in school. It is learned for the purpose of future 
travelling or other cross-cultural communication scenarios and has no direct or immediate use 
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in the learners’ social settings. In this study, the English and Malay languages are not regarded 
as foreign languages as they are widely used in Malaysia. 
Interlanguage 
The term ‘interlanguage’ was first coined by Selinker in 1969 and was further explained in 
1972. According to him, ‘interlanguage’ refers to the learner’s version of the target language. 
It contains features from both the learner’s L1 and the target language and it changes constantly 
as the learner receives more exposure to the target language. In this study, the interlanguage 
refers to the learners’ version of English and it includes features from Chinese, Malay and the 
language itself, English. 
Chinese university students 
The Chinese university students in this study refer to the students with the following criteria. 
They are Chinese Malaysians, native speakers of Chinese, and students of University of 
Malaysia Sarawak (UNIMAS). Apart from that, they had received primary school education 
from Chinese Vernacular Primary Schools and had passed English, Chinese and Malay at Sijil 
Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM) level. 
For participants of this language background, their first language is Chinese and second 
languages are Malay and English. Chinese was used as the medium of instruction throughout 
their six years of primary education, Malay and English on the other hand were taught as two 
different language subjects in class. After entering their secondary education, Malay was used 
as the medium of instruction whereby all subjects except Science, Mathematics, English and 
Chinese were taught in Malay. Science and Mathematics on the other hand were taught in 
English. Subjects taught in Malay including the language itself took up to 920 minutes of 
classes per week, subjects taught in English including the English language subject covered 
600 minutes per week whereas Chinese was only learned for 120 minutes per week. The 
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participants started learning the two second languages at the same time, but their exposure 
towards Malay is higher (Darus & Khor, 2009). 
In other words, they have received at least eleven years of exposure to both English and 
Malay. However, their exposure towards Malay is said to be higher. 
Classification of errors 
The surface strategy taxonomy (Dulay, Burt, & Krashen, 1982) will be used to categorise 
errors. There are four elements in the surface strategy taxonomy, i.e. omission, addition, 
misinformation and misordering. The omission element could be defined as the absence of an 
essential element in a sentence. The addition element on the other hand refers to the presence 
of an extra element that is not required in the sentence at which it would make the sentence 
ungrammatical. Misinformation refers to the use of incorrect morphemes or structures in place 
of the correct ones. Misordering refers to the incorrect ordering of features in a sentence. 
The four elements from the surface strategy taxonomy will be applied to nineteen categories of 
errors, i.e. adjectives, adverbs, conjunctions, determiners, negations, singulars/plurals, 
prepositions, pronouns, subject-verb agreements, verb tenses, punctuations, spellings, adjective 
choices, adverb choices, conjunction choices, noun choices, preposition choices, pronoun 
choices and verb choices. Thus, altogether, there will be 76 categories of errors. Further 
descriptions of each category of error will be given in 3.5. 
Sources of errors 
Richards (1971) proposed an error taxonomy that groups errors into three sources. They are 
interference errors, intralingual errors and developmental errors. Interference errors are due to 
the use of elements from one language while speaking or writing in another. Intralingual errors 
are related to rules learning in the target language. Developmental errors are resulting from a 
false hypothesis due to limited exposure to the target language. 
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Richards (1971) further divided intralingual errors into four categories, i.e. 
overgeneralisation errors, ignorance of rule restrictions, incomplete application of rules and 
false hypothesis. Overgeneralisation errors are caused by overgeneralising the rules in the 
target language where a deviant structure is created using the basis of other structures. For 
example, ‘She can dances’ [She can dance]. Secondly, the ignorance of rule restrictions refers 
to the application of rules to inapplicable context. For instance, ‘She made me to go rest’ [She 
made me rest]. Thirdly, incomplete application of rules that refers to the failure to adopt a 
complete structure. For example, ‘She likes to dance?’ [Does she like to dance?]. Lastly, the 
false hypothesis resulting from comprehending a distinction in the second language. For 
instance, ‘Yesterday it was happened’ [Yesterday it happened][omit ‘was’]. 
However, it is rather fuzzy to distinguish between intralingual and developmental errors 
(Schachter & Celce-Murcia, 1977). Thus, the error taxonomy is later revised to two categories 
only, i.e. ‘interlingual errors’ and ‘intralingual and developmental errors’ where interlingual 
errors due to first language interference and intralingual and developmental errors due to the 
difficulty of the target language per se regardless of the language background of the learners 
(Richards, 1974). 
In this study, Richards (1974) classification of sources of errors will be adapted. In other 
words, the sources of the errors will be grouped into two categories, i.e. interlingual errors and 
intralingual and developmental errors. Interlingual errors refer to the errors caused by 
interference of other languages. The interlingual errors in this study are subdivided into two 
subgroups, i.e. Chinese-influenced errors and Malay-influenced errors. The second source of 
errors is intralingual and developmental errors. These errors are due to insufficient knowledge 
of the target language resulting in overgeneralisation, ignorance of rules restriction and 




1.4 Significance of study 
Most studies done on the influence of the Chinese language on the acquisition of English as a 
second language have been focusing on learners who are learning one second language only 
e.g. Hu, 2016; Wu & Garza, 2014 who had conducted error analysis on Chinese native speakers 
learning English as a second language. To my knowledge, no study has been done on Chinese 
native speakers learning two second languages. As mentioned by Tauchmanova (2016), 
learners learning more than one second language will experience doubled or even multiplied 
interferences as they not only receive interferences from their first language but also the other 
second language. Thus, this study aims to shed light on the gap of knowledge regarding the 
language interferences faced by Chinese native speakers learning more than one second 
language. 
Apart from the theoretical significance mentioned above, this study would also assist 
individuals of this specific background in learning English as their second language. By 
investigating the common categories of errors and sources of errors produced by these 
participants, teachers could reorganise their teaching strategies to better cater to the gap of 
knowledge of the students. Aside from that, the students themselves will also be benefitted by 
this research. This is because they would be informed of the areas that need to be paid more 
attention to in order to reduce the errors.  Last but not least, book publishers could redesign and 
rearrange syllabus in order to better cater to the needs of students of that particular language 





2.1 Previous studies done on Chinese ESL/EFL leaners 
Since this study aims to examine the errors in the written English essays of Chinese Malaysians, 
some studies conducted on Chinese speakers around the world will be reviewed in this section. 
Wu and Garza (2014) conducted an error analysis on five 6th grade EFL learners in 
Taiwan to determine the common types of grammatical errors and the factors contributing to 
the errors. The chosen participants were students from a primary school in Taiwan, ageing from 
11 to 12 years old. They started learning English as a foreign language since grade one in school 
and rarely has the opportunity to use the language outside the classroom. Thus, during the data 
collection period, these participants had had only received six years of classroom English 
teaching. 
The participants were asked to produce a writing assignment ranging from 100-150 words 
every week for twelve weeks. However, only 40 writing samples were analysed. They were 
either given a writing topic by their teacher or selected a topic on their own and were later 
instructed to email their writing samples to the researcher. The writing samples were then sent 
to native English-speaking pre-service teachers in the United States for marking. After 
marking, the frequencies and ratios of the errors were then counted. 
Wu and Garza (2014) followed the data analysis steps proposed by Corder (1974), i.e. 
collecting data, identifying errors, classifying errors, quantifying errors and analysing the 
source of the errors. The error taxonomy used in this research classifies the errors into four 
categories, i.e. grammatical errors, lexical errors, semantic errors and mechanics errors. Under 
the grammatical category, there are nine subtypes of errors, i.e. verb tense, sentence structure, 
coordination, relative clause, singular/plural, verb omission, subject omission, S-V agreement 
and fragment. The lexical errors category encompasses noun, pronoun, verb, adjective, adverb, 
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article, preposition, word form and interjections. The semantic errors category includes word 
choice errors that are related to meaning. Lastly, the mechanics errors category includes 
punctuation, capitalisation and spelling errors. Altogether, there are 22 subtypes of errors. After 
grouping the errors, the errors in each subtype and category were then quantified. 
The sources of the errors were divided into two groups, intralingual and interlingual errors. 
Intralingual errors in the research followed the definition proposed by Richards (1974) where 
the errors do not reflect structures of the mother tongue and are caused by insufficient exposure 
to the target language and overgeneralisation of rules. On the other hand, the interlingual errors 
are errors due to learners thinking in their first language and writing in their second, causing a 
negative transfer of rules in their writing (Selinker, 1974). 
In the study, it was found that the participants made most mistakes in (1) subject and verb 
agreement, (2) sentence fragment, (3) sentence structure, (4) singular/plural and (5) verb 
omission. According to Wu and Garza (2014), this could be due to the influence of their mother 
tongue as verbs do not change their form with different subjects in Chinese. Apart from that, 
most of the errors were interlingual errors where 60 per cent of the errors were interlingual and 
only 40 per cent of the errors were intralingual. In each error category, there were more 
interlingual errors than intralingual errors except the mechanics errors category where 
intralingual errors appeared to be more. The high percentage of interlingual errors could be 
attributed to the use of Chinese as the instrument in teaching English resulting in the 
participants receive insufficient input of English (Wu & Garza, 2014). 
Hu (2016) conducted another similar study on students from Harbin, China to determine the 
extent of Chinese influence on the acquisition of English as a second language. As opposed to 
the interlingual and intralingual classification of the causes of errors, she proposed a 
classificatory model that is L1 oriented. In the model, errors are classified into three categories, 
namely L1 influenced errors, L2 influenced errors and interlanguage errors. 
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According to Hu (2016), the interlingual/intralingual classification method achieves 
little success in sorting out the influence of the first language on the acquisition of the second 
language. For example, the extraneous use of article ‘the’ could be classified as an intralingual 
error as it is due to the overgeneralisation of English articles. However, from another point of 
view, it could also be due to the lack of an article system in the first language, making it an 
interlingual error. Thus, it is obvious that there is no clear cut in classifying errors into 
interlingual and intralingual errors. 
In the proposed L1 oriented model, an error is first determined if it could be traced back 
to the L1 structure. An error could be traced back to L1 under two circumstances. Firstly, the 
error structure exists in L1 but is absent in L2. For example, the use of two conjunctions in a 
sentence in English. In Mandarin, ‘because…so…’ forms a conjunction pair and could be used 
in a sentence at the same time. However, in English, only one of the two conjunctions should 
be used. Thus, this error is considered influenced by the grammatical rule in L1. Another 
circumstance is when it occurs because of the absence of the rule in Mandarin. For instance, 
the lack of definiteness contributed to the missing ‘the’ in sentences produced by Chinese L1 
speakers in English. In short, it could be summarised that when an error happens in L2 due 
solely to the presence or absence of the rules in L1, it is considered an L1 influenced error. 
If the errors could not be traced back to the L1 structure, they would either be classified 
as an L2 influenced error or an interlanguage error. L2 influenced errors are errors due solely 
to the rules confusion in L2. For example, in the sentence ‘I hate her very much’, the learner 
mixed up the use of ‘so much’ and ‘very much’ and had chosen the wrong one. This is not an 
L1 influenced error as the sentence structure of the sentence in Mandarin would be ‘I very hate 
her’ which varies greatly from the sentence produced. 
On the other hand, the interlanguage errors are errors that could neither be traced back 
to L1 nor L2 or errors that could be traced back to both L1 and L2. For example, ‘She can 
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walks’ (She can walk). This could neither be traced back to L1 or L2 as Mandarin does not 
inflect verbs and in English, verbs should not be inflected after a modal verb. Another example 
is the overgeneralisation of ‘the’. When ‘the’ is used extraneously, it could be due to both L1 
and L2 influence, i.e. the absence of ‘the’ in Mandarin and the semantic complexity of English 
articles. 
As for the error taxonomy used to classify errors, there were 28 error types, i.e. 
adverbial, article, blending, collocation, comparison, conjunction, countability, disagreement, 
extraneous be, individual errors, misformation, misselection, part of speech, predicated 
omission, preposition, pronoun, redundancy, sentence fragement, spelling, subject omission, 
subjunctive mood, substitution, tense, tense inconsistency, there be, transitivity, verb form and 
voice. 
In the study, 48 native Mandarin speakers from a high school in Harbin, China were 
asked to produce writing assignments of 110 words long entitled ‘I love winter’, ‘I have a 
dream’, ‘My summer vacation’ or ‘A complaint letter to a shop manager about bad service by 
one of his shop assistants’. The participants of this study had received nearly four years of 
English classroom teaching before engaging in the study. The compositions were marked by 
the author herself and each error was given description as to why it was wrong. After that, they 
were grouped into 28 categories following the error taxonomy. Then, frequency of each 
category was counted, and the cause of each error was then suggested using the classificatory 
model described above. 
In the study, it was found that 56% of the errors were L1 influenced errors, 17% of 
them were L2 influenced errors and 28% of them were interlanguage errors. All voice errors, 
subjunctive mood errors, subject omission errors and disagreement errors were 100% L1 
influenced errors. Apart from that, Mandarin influence on tense, tense inconsistency and verb 
form were high too, i.e. 80%, 98% and 45% respectively. There was less than 5% influence of 
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Mandarin in misselection and 0% in extraneous ‘be’, blending, individual errors, spelling and 
substitution. Most of these Mandarin independent errors were lexical. In other words, Mandarin 
influences the acquisition of grammar more than lexis. 
Tan (2005) conducted a study to delve into the syntactic influences of learners’ mother 
tongues on the learning of English in the classroom in Singapore. The participants were made 
up of 14 Chinese and 14 Malay parti-time diploma students from a polytechnic in Singapore. 
They had only achieved the GCE-O level qualification in English and found English difficult 
to learn. They were asked to write about their views on whether foetal stem cells from 
miscarried or aborted foetuses should be used to treat cancer patients. Their written work was 
analysed according to the following categories, i.e. verbal inflexion, plural marking, passive 
form, articles, pro-drop parameter, adverbs and object-preposing. 
Out of the seven error categories, verbal inflexion and plural marking errors were 
committed more by the Malay students while the other categories recorded more errors in 
Chinese students’ writing. Verbal inflexion was the most prominent errors in both groups of 
participants with 11 errors from the Chinese participants and 16 from the Malay participants. 
This was explained by the influences of their mother tongues where morphologically marked 
tense and agreement features are absent. In addition, plural marking was the second most 
prominent error from the participants with 11 errors from the Chinese group and 13 from the 
Malay group. This is because in Chinese, nouns do not change their forms to mark plurality 
and in Malay, plural marking is not compulsory. 
As for passives, the Chinese group committed 10 errors while the Malay group only 
made 3 errors. The Malay group committed lesser passives errors because in Malay, there is a 
similar feature to ‘by’ in English which is ‘oleh’. There is also a higher use of passives forms 
in Malay. On the contrary, the passive marker in Chinese which is ‘bei’ conveys a sense of 
misfortunate. When the passive marker ‘bei’ is used, it shows that the subject is forced to 
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conduct an act. Higher occurrence of error in articles was also recorded in writings produced 
by the Chinese students, i.e. 6 errors as compared to 3 errors made by the Malay participants. 
Both groups of participants were found to omit, add or used articles incorrectly. This is because 
there is no equivalent features of definite and indefinite articles in their mother tongues 
(Poedjosoedarmo, 2000; Tay, 1993). 
As for pro-drop errors, the Chinese students committed 4 errors while the Malay 
committed 2 errors. In Chinese, omitting the subject of a finite clause is acceptable. However, 
it is not the case in English or Malay. This explains why higher occurrence of errors were made 
by the Chinese participants. The researcher suggested that the Malay participants might have 
picked up this structure from the interaction with their Chinese friends. In addition, both Malay 
and Chinese are topic-prominent languages, this has caused them to start a sentence with an 
object, resulting in an object-subject-verb structure. This structure is unacceptable in English 
as the structure used in English is a subject-verb-object structure. As a result, the Chinese 
students made 2 object-preposing errors while the Malay students made 1 object-preposing 
error. 
The Malay students did not make any adverb or adverbial errors. In contrast, there are 
three instances of adverb errors in the writings produced by the Chinese participants. According 
to Li and Thompson (1981), the adverbs in Chinese must always exist before the verbs. The 
same goes to the adverbials in Chinese where adverbials of time and places are required to be 
placed before the verb. In contrast, the adverbials of time and places could be placed either in 







2.2 Previous studies done in Malaysia 
After reviewing studies that had been done in a global context, relevant studies done in 
Malaysia will be reviewed. Lim (1976) described the common types of errors of Malaysian 
English as a second language (ESL) learner. He found that Malaysian ESL learners tend to 
make spelling errors due to faulty pronunciation. For example, ‘crouddered’ instead of 
‘crowded’. Apart from that, he also noticed that Malaysian ESL learners commit errors in the 
use of verbals, concord, structural verbs, tenses and construction of sentence-patterns. 
He further categorised the errors into two sources, i.e. ‘interlanguage errors’ and 
‘intralingual and developmental errors’. According to Lim (1976), the Malay Language 
interferes with the word order and sentence construction in English. For example, ‘The teacher 
has many things to doing.’ […has… to do]. 
Apart from interlanguage errors, Lim (1976) had also noticed some intralingual and 
developmental errors. One of them is the use of the auxiliary in a negative statement of the 
simple past, i.e. the over-marking of the tense. For instance, ‘Muthu did not went to school 
yesterday’ [Muthu did not go to school yesterday]. Besides, incorrect comprehension of rules 
as in ‘He is driving since yesterday’ [He has been driving since yesterday]. The use of common 
sense in producing a sentence also contributed to the errors. For instance, ‘She does not yet do 
her homework’ [She has not done her homework yet], the learner used simple present tense to 
express an unperformed action instead of using the present perfect tense. Another common 
error of developmental errors is the response to Yes/No questions. For example, ‘Yes, I did not 
go to school yesterday’ [No, I did not go to school yesterday]. 
In addition, over-generalisation errors are also prominent. For examples, ‘My brother 
live in Perak’ [My brother lives in Perak], the third person -s is omitted, ‘I go to my 
grandmother’s house yesterday [I went to my grandmother’s house yesterday], the verb is not 
inflected. According to Richards (1971), this might be due to the learner’s attempt to reduce 
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his linguistic burden where the learner uses one single rule for all types of context. Lim (1976) 
added that this could be due to the learner simply generalising the rules learnt or it could also 
be attributed to the absence of these rules in their native tongue, i.e. Bahasa Malaysia. In Bahasa 
Malaysia, both sentences are considered correct as the inflections of verbs for different subjects 
and tenses are not required. 
Darus and Khor (2009) conducted a study to investigate the four most common errors 
in essays written in English by 70 Form One Chinese students in Malaysia. All participants 
were from Chinese vernacular schools where Mandarin was the main language of instruction. 
They possessed intermediate proficiency in English at which they scored grade B/C for English 
in Ujian Penilaian Sekolah Rendah (UPSR). Mandarin was used as the primary language while 
communicating with their parents, relatives and friends. English on the other hand was only 
used in classroom during English classes. 
The participants were instructed to write an essay ranging from 80-300 words with the title 
‘My Family’. They were given one-week time to finish their essays. The error classification 
scheme proposed by Darus et al. (2007) was adapted in this study where errors were classified 
into 18 categories, i.e. tenses, articles, subject verb agreement, other agreement errors, 
infinitive, gerunds, pronouns, possessive and attributive structures, word order, incomplete 
structures, negative constructions, lexical categories (preposition), other lexical categories, 
mechanics, word choice, word form, verb to be, and Malaysian typical words. Markin 3.1 
software was used to mark the compositions where the buttons in the software were first 
customised according to the error categories in the classification scheme. 
It is found that the four most common errors are (1) mechanics, (2) tense, (3) preposition and 
(4) subject verb agreement. Out of the errors, 19.1 per cent of the errors are mechanics errors. 
In this study, mechanics errors refer to spelling, punctuation and capitalisation errors. 
According to Darus and Khor (2009), the spelling errors were due to the phonetic perception 
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and carelessness of the participants. For example, ‘know’ was spelled as ‘no’. Besides, the 
capitalisation errors might be due to the influence of their first language where capitalisation 
in writing is absent in Mandarin. The errors for tenses were due to the influence of both Malay 
and Chinese languages where verbs are not inflected to mark different periods of time. In 
addition, the errors for preposition might be due to direct translation of prepositions from their 
mother tongue resulting in more than one equivalent preposition. Subject-verb agreement 
errors on the other hand are due to the absence of the subject-verb agreement structure in Malay 
and Chinese. 
Gedion, Tati and Peter (2016) conducted a study to look at the persistent English 
syntactic errors in Malaysian ESL learners’ compositions. The study examined the causes of 
the syntactic errors, the types of frequent syntactic errors and the problems faced by learners 
in writing. The participants were 50 ESL learners from Politeknik Kota Kinabalu Sabah, 
Malaysia who spoke their own dialect as their first language, Malay and English as their second 
languages. The participants were given a list of descriptive essay titles to choose from and were 
instructed to write between 200-250 words. They were given 45 minutes to finish their essay. 
The error taxonomy used in this study classified the errors into 15 groups, i.e. spelling, sentence 
fragments, syntax, adverbs, punctuation, verbs, lexicon, subject omission, conjunction, articles, 
nouns, pronouns, preposition, capitalisation and adjectives. 
The study found that most participants committed errors in (1) verbs, (2) spelling, (3) 
sentence fragments and (4) punctuation in their writing. One of the sources of the errors is 
Malay interference. It was found that the participants direct translated sentences from Malay 
to English, resulting in malformed sentence structures. For example, ‘I very love her’ from 
‘Saya sangat suka dia’ (I very love her). Apart from that, it was also found that the participants 
had difficulty in segmenting phrases and sentences, i.e. the incorrect use of commas and full-
stops. The participants either placed too many commas in a sentence resulting in a lengthy and 
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ungrammatical sentence or had omitted commas where required. In addition, performance, 
developmental and overgeneralisation errors were also the sources of the errors. 
Ahmad Taufik Hidayah Abdullah (2013) conducted an error analysis on the use of 
simple present tense and simple past tense in written essays of 53 TESL students from Kolej 
Agama Sultan Zainal Abidin. Each participant was asked to produce two essays, each of 300-
350 words entitled ‘An ideal partner that I should have in my life’ and ‘The most memorable 
moment in my life’. The first essay focused on the use of simple present tense and the second 
focused on the use of simple past tense. The participants were given two days to complete the 
tasks. 
To analyse the data, the researcher used surface strategy taxonomy (Dulay, Burt, & 
Krashen, 1982) consisting of four elements, i.e. omission, addition, misinformation and 
misordering. Omission errors are errors due to missing structures that are necessary in a 
sentence. For example, the missing copula ‘is’ in ‘My father a hawker’. The error of addition 
on the other hand is due to the presence of an extra element in a sentence that is considered 
redundant. The error of misinformation refers to the use of the wrong morpheme or structure. 
Lastly, the error of misordering due to the misordering of a morpheme or a group of morphemes 
in a sentence. 
The study found that most common errors are in the form of misinformation due to 
regularisations where most errors were found in subject-verb agreement. For example, the 
participants used ‘have’ in place of ‘has’ when the subject is ‘He’. The researcher also listed 
some sources of errors that could have contributed to the errors.  Firstly, it could be due to the 
lack of grammar knowledge among the participants. The second factor is the influence of their 
mother tongue where sentence structures and word orders of their mother tongue were 
transferred to English resulting in ungrammatical structures. The third factor is the confusion 
caused by the loan words of English in Malay. For example, the word ‘economi’ is a loan word 
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from English in Malay, the participants were found to have mixed up the loan word with its 
original word ‘economy’ in English. Hence, while writing in English, the participant chose the 
word ‘economi’. Apart from that, the inherent difficulties of English are also one of the factors. 
For example, the past tense of ‘reach’ is ‘reached’ but the past tense of ‘teach’ is not ‘teached’ 
but ‘taught’. Thus, overgeneralising the rules in English would lead to grammatical problesm. 
Lastly, the errors could also be due to the lack of exposure to English where learners do not 
have enough opportunities to practise the target language. 
Another research that had adopted the surface strategy taxonomy is a study conducted 
by Ting, Mahadhir and Chang (2010). In that study, surface strategy taxonomy was termed as 
surface structure taxonomy, but the concept was the same. Thus, it is understood that the terms 
could be used interchangeably. The study investigated the grammatical errors in spoken 
discourse of less proficient Malaysian university students. The data was retrieved from 42 
university students with Malaysian University English Test (MUET) bands of 1 to 3 from a 
Social Purposes course. The oral interaction from the role-plays in the class was recorded and 
analysed using the surface structure taxonomy. The errors were categorised into 10 categories, 
i.e. preposition, question, word form, article, verb form, subject-verb agreement, plural form 
tense, pronoun and negation. In each error category, errors were grouped according to 
omission, addition, misinformation and misordering. For example, an error due to the omission 
of a preposition will be grouped under the preposition omission group. 
The results showed that the most frequent error was misinformation (38.13%), followed 
by omission (34.02%), addition (17.57), and misordering (3.47%). In addition, 6.80% of errors 
was categorised as severe errors and were not analysed further. According to the researchers, 
the high occurrence of misinformation errors showed that the participants are aware of the need 
to use the certain grammatical feature in their utterances. However, they had made the wrong 
choices. For example, they used the wrong preposition ‘in’ in place of ‘at’ when talking about 
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the price of something. It was found that the preposition error has the highest frequency, 
followed by question, word form, article, verb form, SVA, plural form, tense, pronoun and 
negation. 
Darus and Subramaniam (2009) conducted another error analysis to investigate the six 
most common errors that students make in their essays. 72 Form Four students from a national 
school in Malaysia was selected for the study. The participants had received 10 years of 
classroom English teaching before engaging in the study. One of the participants speak English 
at home while the others speak Malay at home. They were requested to write a report on 
cleanliness of the school canteen that range from 200-250 words in 60 minutes. The essays 
were then typed into Microsoft Word 2003 and were later imported to Markin software. Markin 
software is a tool that enables teachers to mark essays electronically. Before marking, the 
buttons in the software were first customised to the types of errors in the error taxonomy. In 
this study, the error taxonomy classified errors into fifteen groups, i.e. singular/plural form, 
verb tense, word choice, preposition, subject/verb agreement, word order, article, missing 
space, word form, spelling, verb form, capitalisation, wrong/misused word, missing word and 
redundancy. After marking, the statistics of each error will be shown under each text. 
The results showed that the six most common errors were (1) singular/plural form, (2) 
verb tense, (3) word choice, (4) preposition, (5) subject-verb agreement and (6) word order. It 
was found that most of the errors were generally grammatical. However, the participants were 









In sum, the interference of L1 on L2 has been found to be significant with 60% interlingual 
errors found in Wu and Garza (2014)’s study and 56% of L1-induced errors found in Hu 
(2016)’s study. Tan (2005) on the other hand even though did not look into the sources of each 
error had accounted for most errors as interference from their mother tongue. 
The studies had also found participants facing more grammatical problems than 
syntactic and lexical problems. For example, Wu and Garza (2014) found most errors in 
subject-verb agreement, followed by sentence fragment, sentence structure, singular/plural and 
verb omission. Tan (2005) found that both groups of participants faced most problems in verbal 
inflexion, i.e. tenses and agreement of verbs and plural marking. Besides, studies done in 
Malaysia found that most participants faced difficulties in the use of tenses, subject-verb 
agreement and prepositions (Darus & Khor, 2009; Darus & Subramaniam, 2009; Gedion, Tati, 
& Peter, 2016; Ting, Mahadhir, & Chang, 2010). 
It can be concluded that most studies done on the influence of Mandarin on the 
acquisition of English as a second language have been focusing on learners who are learning 
one second language only, e.g. Hu, 2016; Wu and Garza, 2014 who had conducted error 
analysis on Chinese native speakers learning English as a second language. To my knowledge, 
no study has been done on Chinese native speakers learning two second languages. As 
mentioned by Tauchmanova (2016), learners learning more than one second language will 
experience doubled or even multiplied interferences as they not only receive interferences from 
their first language but also the other second language. Thus, this study aims to shed light on 
the gap of knowledge regarding the language interferences faced by Chinese native speakers 







3.1 Research design 
The research design of this study is a qualitative research. According to Nassaji (2015), 
qualitative research is a holistic study approach as it involves data collection from various 
sources. This provides a better understanding of the target individuals. Most of the time, the 
data of a qualitative research is collected qualitatively and is analysed qualitatively. However, 
the qualitative data could also be analysed using quantitative approaches. This could be done 
by converting qualitative data into numerical data to be compared and evaluated. Qualitative 
research involves data collection in naturally occurring settings without intervening or 
manipulating any variables. This allows researchers to describe what is happening and focus 
on the characteristics of a phenomenon. 
3.2 Selection of participants 
The sampling technique used in this study is purposive sampling. According to Ilker Etikan, 
Sulaiman Abubakar Musa, and Rukkayya Sunusi Alkassim (2016), purposive sampling, also 
known as judgment sampling, is a non-random, deliberate way of choosing participants that 
possess the qualities require for the research. Purposive sampling is used widely in qualitative 
research as this allows the available resources to be utilised properly. 
In this study, 46 participants who possess the following criteria was chosen. First, the 
individual is a Malaysian of Chinese ethnicity. Second, the first language of the individual is 
Chinese. Third, the individual had received primary school education from a Chinese 
Vernacular Primary School in Malaysia. Fourth, the individual had passed English, Chinese 





3.3 Selection of data 
The data of this study is 46 written English essays produced by 46 chosen participants. The 
writing component is chosen as it allows participants to generate a string of grammatically and 
logically well-formed sentences (Halliday & Hasan, 1976). The participants were instructed to 
write on the title “My Best Friend” in 200 to 400 words using Microsoft Word. 
3.4 Instrument 
The surface strategy taxonomy (Dulay, Burt, & Krashen, 1982) was used to group errors. There 
are four elements in the surface strategy taxonomy, i.e. omission, addition, misinformation and 
misordering. The omission element could be defined as the absence of an essential element in 
a sentence that leads to ungrammaticality. The addition element on the other hand refers to the 
presence of an extra element that is not required by the sentence where its presence would make 
the sentence ungrammatical. Misinformation refers to the use of incorrect morphemes or 
structures in place of the correct ones. Misordering means incorrect ordering of features in a 
sentence. 
The four elements from the surface strategy taxonomy were used to group nineteen 
types of errors, i.e. adjective, adverb, conjunction, determiner, negation, singular/plural, 
preposition, pronoun, subject-verb-agreement, verb tense, punctuation, spelling, adjective 
choice, adverb choice, conjunction choice, noun choice, preposition choice, pronoun choice, 
and verb choice. This results in a total of 76 groups of errors. Further descriptions of each group 
of error will be given in 3.6. 
Apart from that, a software named Markin 4.0 was used to mark essays electronically. 
The buttons in the software was first being customised according to the 76 groups of errors. 
This software was chosen as the frequency of each error group will be automatically generated 




3.5 Data collection procedures 
The data collection period began on the 1st of February 2020 and lasted until the 20th of March 
2020. First of all, individuals that possess the criteria mentioned in 3.2 were selected. They 
were invited to attend a 45-minute writing session with the researcher. Before starting their 
writing, their proficiency in English was recorded. This was done by recording their highest 
qualification in English, i.e. their MUET band.  
After that, they were instructed to write on the topic “My Best Friend” in 200 to 400 
words using Microsoft Word. Before they start, the auto-correction feature in Microsoft Word 
was first being turned off. They were given 45 minutes to write the essay. During the process 
of writing, the computer was disconnected from the Internet to prevent participants from 
copying online resources. There were two reasons as to why Microsoft Word instead of a 
normal pen and paper writing process was chosen. Firstly, Microsoft Word calculates the 
number of words automatically. This will allow the participants to plan their writing in a more 
effective way. Secondly, this could prevent transfer errors during the process of transferring 
the hand-written essays to computer readable formats where typing errors could easily happen. 
3.6 Data analysis procedures 
1. To identify the frequencies of errors from each error group in the written English essays. 
The essays were being marked using Markin 4.0 software. The nineteen types of errors that 
will be grouped according to omission, addition, misinformation and misordering are described 
in Table 1. Table 2 is used to record the frequencies of errors from 76 groups of errors. 
2. To identify the sources of errors. 
The source of each error will then be determined. As mentioned earlier, there will be three 
sources of errors, i.e. Chinese influenced errors, Malay influenced errors and intralingual 
errors. Chinese influenced errors are defined as errors that are similar to the direct translation 
of Chinese sentences whereas Malay influenced errors are errors that have similar structure of 
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the direct translation of Malay sentences. Intralingual errors on the other hand do not portray 
any Chinese or Malay structures. They are mainly due to insufficient knowledge of the target 
language. 
Some examples are given here to provide better understandings. For example, in 
‘Because it is raining, so I stay at home.’, the ‘because…so…’ is a correlative conjunction that 
exists in Chinese. It is obvious that the learner had mistakenly transferred knowledge from 
Chinese to English as this correlative conjunction is deemed unacceptable in English. In 
English, only one of them will be used, i.e. [I stay at home because it is raining] or [It is raining 
so I stay at home]. 
Another example is the use of loan words in Malay. For example, ‘ekonomi’ is a loan 
word of English in Malay. For participants that learn both Malay and English as second 
languages, they have a tendency of mixing up the loan word with its original word ‘economy’. 
This will be regarded as a Malay influenced error. An example of an intralingual error is ‘I 
have putted it back’ where the learner had overgeneralised the present perfect form of a verb 
with the addition of ‘-ed’. The correct form should be [I have put it back]. 
However, it should be noted that when an error appears to have both the structures of 
Malay and Chinese, they are regarded as both Chinese and Malay influenced errors. For 
example, in ‘He eat rice.’, the verb ‘eat’ is not inflected. Both the direct translations of Chinese, 
‘ta chi fan’ and Malay, ‘Dia makan nasi’ will result in that structure as the feature of subject-
verb-agreement is absent in both languages. It could be explained that Malay has influenced 
the learners by strengthening the perception of absent subject-verb-agreement feature in all 
languages. Consequently, they will assume that English shares the same structure, i.e. verbs do 
not need to be inflected according to the subject of the sentence. Three Table 3 are used to 
tabulate Chinese-influenced errors, Malay-influenced errors and intralingual errors 
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respectively. Table 4 is used to compare and contrast the sum of errors grouped according to 
addition, omission, misinformation and misordering from three different sources.  
Table 1 
Descriptions of error types 
No. Error Type Description 
1.  Adjective The use of adjectives (grammar) 
2.  Adverb The use of adverbs (grammar) 
3.  Conjunction The use of conjunctions (grammar) 
4.  Determiner The use of determiners (grammar) 
5.  Negation 
The use of negative words, negative verbs or negative 
adverbs (grammar) 
6.  Singular/plural The plural marking of nouns (grammar) 
7.  Preposition The use of prepositions (grammar) 
8.  Pronoun The use of pronouns (grammar) 
9.  Subject-verb-agreement 
The inflexion of verbs to agree with its subjects 
(grammar) 
10.  Verb tense 
The use of tenses including present, past and future 
(grammar) 
11.  Punctuation 
The use of punctuations including capitalisation 
(mechanics) 
12.  Spelling The spelling of words (mechanics) 
13.  Adjective choice The choice of adjectives (meaning) 
14.  Adverb choice The choice of adverbs (meaning) 
15.  Conjunction choice The choice of conjunctions (meaning) 
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16.  Noun choice The choice of nouns (meaning) 
17.  Preposition choice The choice of prepositions (meaning) 
18.  Pronoun choice The choice of pronouns (meaning) 
19.  Verb choice 
The choice of verbs (meaning) including action verbs, 
























Tabulation of frequencies of errors 
Error Type Addition Omission Misinformation Misordering Total 
1. Adjective      
2. Adverb      
3. Conjunction      
4. Determiner      
5. Negation      
6. Singular/plural      
7. Preposition      
8. Pronoun      
9. Subject-verb-
agreement 
    
 
10. Verb tense      
11. Punctuation      
12. Spelling      
13. Adjective choice      
14. Adverb choice      
15. Conjunction 
choice 
    
 
16. Noun choice      
17. Preposition 
choice 
    
 
18. Pronoun choice      
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19. Verb choice      
Total      


























Tabulation of Chinese-influenced errors/ Malay-influenced errors/ intralingual errors 
Error Type Addition Omission Misinformation Misordering Total 
1. Adjective      
2. Adverb      
3. Conjunction      
4. Determiner      
5. Negation      
6. Singular/plural      
7. Preposition      
8. Pronoun      
9. Subject-verb-
agreement 
    
 
10. Verb tense      
11. Punctuation      
12. Spelling      
13. Adjective choice      
14. Adverb choice      
15. Conjunction 
choice 
    
 
16. Noun choice      
17. Preposition 
choice 
    
 
18. Pronoun choice      
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19. Verb choice      
Total      
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3.7 Limitations of study 
There are some limitations in this study. One of them is the small number of participants. In 
this study, only 46 participants were studied. Consequently, the findings might be insufficient 
to represent all individuals of this language background. 
Apart from that, the data of this study was only extracted from descriptive essays 
entitled “My Best Friend”. Thus, there is a possibility that different errors might occur in essays 
of different genres and topics such as academic writing, story writing and so on. For example, 
if the students are asked to produce essays to describe a past or a future event, more tenses 
errors might be anticipated. 
In addition, this study only focuses on students who had passed Chinese, Malay and 
English at SPM level. As a result, the findings of the study might be restricted to people of 
similar language proficiency in all three languages. People of lower proficiency in any of these 
three languages might receive lesser influence from the language while learning English. 
In summary, future studies could focus on subjects of different proficiencies and language 
backgrounds. The number of participants should also be increased if possible, to increase the 













RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
In this study, a descriptive research is conducted to identify and analyse errors found in essays 
produced by Chinese university students in Malaysia. Error analysis has been done on 46 
written essays produced by 46 participants with English proficiencies ranging from MUET 
band 3 to 5 to identify the frequencies of errors in each error group and to determine the sources 
of the errors. This chapter will present and discuss the findings of the study. The data are 
tabulated with its frequency and percentage. Some error examples are extracted from the data 
to further illustrate the points, * represents addition or misinformation errors, ^ represents 
omission while misordering errors will be underlined.  
4.1 FREQUENCY OF EACH ERROR CATEGORY 
Based on the analysis, a total of 853 errors have been detected. The errors are grouped based 
on 19 linguistic descriptions and surface structure descriptions (Dulay, Burt, & Krashen, 1982). 
The results are presented in table 5. 
Table 5 




































































1. Verb tense 102 94 23 0 219 25.7 
2. Singular/plural 100 1 6 0 107 12.5 
3. Verb choice 52 28 16 0 96 11.3 
4. Determiner 58 5 17 0 80 9.4 
5. Preposition choice 7 55 2 0 64 7.5 
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6. Punctuation 25 13 2 0 40 4.7 
7. Preposition 19 1 15 0 35 4.1 
8. Adverb 4 2 7 22 35 4.1 
9. Pronoun 22 2 6 1 31 3.6 
10. Subject-verb-agreement 14 12 2 0 28 3.3 
11. Spelling 0 24 0 0 24 2.8 
12. Adjective choice 1 20 0 0 21 2.5 
13. Noun choice 4 10 5 0 19 2.2 
14. Pronoun choice 1 15 2 0 18 2.1 
15. Conjunction 9 1 1 0 11 1.3 
16. Adjective 1 4 1 3 9 1.1 
17. Adverb choice 0 6 1 0 7 0.8 
18. Conjunction choice 1 5 0 0 6 0.7 
19. Negation 0 3 0 0 3 0.4 
Total 420 301 106 26 853 100.1 
Percentage 49.2 35.3 12.4 3.0 99.9  
*Total percentage does not equal to 100 due to rounding off errors. 
 
4.1.1 FREQUENCY OF ERRORS BASED ON SURFACE STRUCTURE 
DESCRIPTIONS  
Based on table 5, it could be seen that omission errors are of the highest frequency (420 
instances, 49.2%), followed by misinformation errors that are also relatively high (301 
instances, 35.3%), addition errors with 106 instances (12.4%) and lastly misordering errors (26 
instances, 3.0%).  
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 Most of the omission, misinformation and addition errors were found in verb tense 
errors with 102 verb tense omission errors, 94 verb tense misinformation errors and 23 verb 
tense addition errors. On the contrary, the highest number of misordering errors were found 
related to adverbs.  
 Tammy is very punctual because he always will prepare anything before he do 
something, that why he always can do and finish something on time. (participant 
4)  
 She was our class monitor when Form 5 and she always can ensure that our 
class was in good condition and not very noisy. (participant 5) 
 We also will playing badminton together in badminton court on weekend. 
(participant 5)  
The participants tend to place an adverb before a verb when they should be placed after 
the verb. It is possible that the participants were influenced by the grammar structure of Chinese 
and Malay as both languages have the structure of ‘adverb + verb’.  
 Chinese: 她还能说话 ta hai neng shuo hua (She still can talk) 
 Malay   : Dia masih boleh bercakap (She still can talk)  
4.1.2 FREQUENCY OF ERRORS BASED ON LINGUISTIC DESCRIPTIONS 
Even though there are 19 types of linguistic errors in this study, only the 5 most common 
linguistic errors will be discussed in detail, simulating the reporting method of Darus and Khor 
(2009). They are [1] verb tense, [2] singular/plural, [3] verb choice, [4] determiner and [5] 
preposition choice.  
VERB TENSE  
Verb tense errors are grammatical errors related to tenses including present tense, past tense 
and future tense. There is a total of 219 verb tense errors, constituting to 25.7 % of the total 
errors. Out of 219 verb tense errors, there are more omission errors (102 instances) and 
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misinformation errors (94 instances) than addition errors (23 instances) and misordering errors 
(0).  Some of the examples are:  
 Omission: I *meet him during my first day when I *enter UNIMAS. (participant 
3) 
 Misinformation: The story *beginning when we three share a room in UNIMAS 
hostel together during our semester 1 and 2. (participant 3)  
 Addition: Sometimes, we also *talked from heart to heart. (participant 34) 
  It was found that most of the verb tense errors are omission errors where the base form 
of the verbs was used regardless of the time of the actions. Tan (2005) explained that it is 
because morphologically marked tense and agreement features are absent in Malay and 
Chinese. Hence, it could be said that a negative transfer of other language knowledge had 
contributed to the high number (102 instances) of verb tense omission errors. As for verb tense 
misinformation and addition errors, they are mostly due to lack of exposure and knowledge of 
the target language. In the examples above, the present participle *beginning was used in place 
of a past tense *began. For the addition error on the other hand, the past tense inflexion suffix 
-ed was added even though the action was present, hence constituting an extra element that 
made the sentence ungrammatical.  
SINGULAR/PLURAL  
Singular/plural errors are ranked second with a frequency of 107 errors, constituting to 12.5% 
of the total errors. Most of the singular/plural errors are of type omission with 100 instances. 
In contrast, there are only a few addition (6 instances) and misinformation errors (1 instance).   
To further illustrate the point, some of the examples are shown here:  
 Omission: She is a kind person and always ready listen to me when I faced 
problem^ or went over unhappy incident^. (participant 28) 
 Addition: She has been my *classmates since primary school. (participant 26) 
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 Misinformation: Every time when I feel dissatisfied or upset, she will listen to 
me as well as gives me some *advices if needed. (participant 6) 
Similar to verb tense errors, most of the errors related to singulars and plurals are of type 
omission where only the base form of the noun is used in the sentence. In the example extracted 
from participant 28, the nouns ‘problem’ and ‘incident’ are not inflected while the correct forms 
should be ‘problems’ and ‘incidents’. According to Tan (2005), plural marking in Malay is not 
compulsory and in Chinese, nouns do not change their forms to mark plurality.  
Aside from omission errors, some participants had also added the plural suffix -s while 
it is not required as in ‘classmates’ that should be ‘classmate’ as only one classmate was 
referred in the sentence. Besides, one misinformation type error was also found where the 
participant used ‘advices’ to indicate the plural form of advice, not knowing that in some 
special cases in English, some nouns are considered uncountable and thus do not have a plural 
form. This could be explained by lack of knowledge of the target language and overgeneralising 
the rules in English.  
VERB CHOICE  
A total of 96 verb choice errors (11.3%) were recorded in this study, making it the third most 
common errors found. 52 out of 96 verb choice errors are of omission type whereas 28 of them 
are misinformation type and 16 of them are addition errors. Below are some examples taken 
from the data: 
 Omission: I appreciate our friendship can ^ maintain until now and I hope we 
can always be the best friend of each other. (Participant 19) 
 Misinformation: While we *are graduated from high school, I thought we will 
be getting far away from each other, but it was wrong, we could still contact 
with each other frequently until now. (Participant 39) 
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 Addition: One day, he *was just come to me and ask for my name. (Participant 
22) 
 Verb choice errors refer to the choice of all types of verbs including action verbs, 
linking verbs and helping verbs. In other words, it is concerned with the lexical and semantic 
aspects of the verbs rather than the grammatical aspect. It was found that most of the helping 
verbs such as ‘be’ in the first example were omitted. As for the second example, the verb ‘are’ 
was used in place of the correct verb ‘had’. Darus and Khor (2009) explained that verb choice 
omission and verb choice misinformation might be due to the absence of subject-verb 
agreement structure in Malay and Chinese, resulting in the omission and misinformation of 
auxiliary and modal verbs. Some auxiliary verbs were also added in the sentence where its 
presence is deemed redundant such as in the example given above, the used of ‘was’ was 
unnecessary and it made the sentence ungrammatical. This might be due to the participant being 
unfamiliar with the subject-verb agreement feature in English, hence overgeneralising the use 
of auxiliary verbs in a sentence.   
DETERMINER  
Determiner errors are ranked fourth with a frequency of 80 errors, constituting to 9.4% of the 
total errors. Most of the determiner errors are of type omission (58 instances) compared to 
addition (17 instances) and misinformation (5 instances). Some examples that are worth 
mentioning are:  
 Omission: Everyone should have ^ best friend, the one who we trust, we can 
share our secret to him or her. (Participant 2)  
 Addition: Human is born to seek *a relationship with others. (Participant 1)  
 Misinformation: After secondary school, his stopped his education and I got a 
chance to further my study as *an university student. (Participant 36) 
It was found that most participants have the tendency to omit determiners in a sentence  
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especially when they use singular nouns in a sentence. The singular nouns were found not 
preceded by determiner a/an/the when they are needed such as in the example provided, the 
determiner ‘a’ was omitted. According to Poedjosoedarmo (2000) and Tay (1993), the 
omission of determiners might be due to the fact that there are no equivalent features of definite 
and indefinite articles in Malay and Chinese. However, due to overgeneralisation of rules, some 
participants made addition errors where determiners were used prior to all nouns regardless of 
the context when in fact a plural, non-specific noun that do not use articles should be used.  
Referring to the second example given above, ‘a relationship’ was used in place of 
‘relationships’. Apart from omission and addition errors, 5 misinformation errors were found. 
These misinformation errors were mainly due to insufficient knowledge of the target language. 
The example provided is a classic example of misinformation errors where the participant 
overgeneralises the use of indefinite article ‘an’ for all nouns that begin with a vowel sound, 
not knowing that the ‘u’ in university is pronounced with a consonant sound, thus it should be 
paired with ‘an’ instead.  
PREPOSITION CHOICE  
Preposition choice errors are ranked fifth in the frequency of errors with a total of 64 instances, 
contributing to 7.5% of the total errors. Preposition choice errors of type misinformation are 
the most frequent with 55 instances compared to omission (7 instances) and addition (2 
instances). Below are some examples taken from the data:  
 Misinformation: I very happy and proud *for him. (Participant 4)  
 Omission: Her heart is ^ beautiful as blooming Sakura. (Participant 7) 
 Addition: Although we are not in the university, we still keep in touch by 
messaging *with each other. (Participant 17) 
Preposition choice errors are errors concerning the meaning and the lexical choice of 
prepositions. The misinformation type preposition choice errors are due to the use of unsuitable 
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prepositions in place of the suitable ones. As shown in the first example above, the preposition 
‘for’ was used instead of ‘of’ which was more suitable in that context. Chuang and Nesi (2006) 
suggest that English L2 learners with L1 Chinese language background might face problems 
with prepositions in English as the English preposition system is comparably more complicated 
and rigid. An example given by them is the use of different prepositions e.g. on, in and at to 
refer to different time e.g. time, day, week, month, year etc could simply be represented by an 
equivalent of 在 zai in Chinese. Thus, for English beginners who tried to direct translate their 
L1 into L2, errors might easily be made. Darus and Khor (2009) also added that misinformed 
preposition choice might be due to the direct translation of preposition from their mother 
tongue, resulting in more than one equivalent preposition in English.  
As for addition and omission errors, they were made due to  insufficient exposure to 
English. In the second example, the preposition ‘as’ was omitted. The participant might be 
unaware of the as…as structure in English when comparing things that are equal in some ways. 
In example three, the preposition ‘with’ was redundant in the sentence and should be removed 
[…messaging each other.]. 
4.2 SOURCES OF ERRORS  
The second objective aims to determine the sources of each error. They were three sources of 
errors namely, Chinese influenced errors, Malay influenced errors and intralingual errors. It 
was found that the source of errors with the highest frequency is Chinese influenced errors with 
a frequency of 497 instances (58.3%). The second highest source of errors is Malay influenced 
errors with 403 instances (47.2%) and finally intralingual errors with only 363 instances 
(42.6%). Table 6 shows the total errors from three different sources grouped according to 
surface structure descriptions. Table 7 shows the distribution of Chinese influenced errors 
based on surface structure and linguistic descriptions. Table 8 shows the distribution of Malay 
influenced errors based on surface structure and linguistic descriptions. Table 9 shows the 
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distribution of intralingual errors based on surface structure and linguistic descriptions. Table 
10 shows the frequencies of Chinese influenced, Malay influenced and intralingual errors based 
on surface structure descriptions.  
Table 6  







Addition 11 4 93 
Omission 355 313 79 
Misinformation 107 63 188 
Misordering 24 23 3 
Total 497 403 363 
 
Table 7 





























































1. Verb tense 1 99 30 0 130 
2. Singular/plural 0 83 0 0 83 
3. Verb choice 4 50 7 0 61 
4. Determiner 2 53 2 0 57 
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5. Preposition choice 0 0 36 0 36 
6. Punctuation 0 0 0 0 0 
7. Preposition 1 15 0 0 16 
8. Adverb 1 0 0 24 25 
9. Pronoun 0 27 1 0 28 
10. Subject-verb-agreement 0 21 0 0 21 
11. Spelling 0 0 0 0 0 
12. Adjective choice 0 0 9 0 9 
13. Noun choice 2 5 6 0 13 
14. Pronoun choice 0 0 7 0 7 
15. Conjunction 0 2 0 0 2 
16. Adjective 0 0 0 0 0 
17. Adverb choice 0 0 5 0 5 
18. Conjunction choice 0 0 0 0 0 
19. Negation 0 0 4 0 4 
Total 11 355 107 24 497 
 
Based on table 7, it could be seen that errors of type omission have the highest frequency (355 
instances), followed by 107 misinformation errors, 24 misordering errors and 11 addition 
errors. Apart from that, verb tense omission (99 instances), singular/plural omission (83 
instances), determiner omission (53 instances), verb choice omission (50 instances) and 
preposition choice misinformation (36 instances) are the top five Chinese influenced error 
categories. Chinese has no influence on punctuation, spelling, adjective (grammar) and 

































































1. Verb tense 0 95 26 0 121 
2. Singular/plural 0 92 0 0 92 
3. Verb choice 0 34 2 0 36 
4. Determiner 1 53 2 0 56 
5. Preposition choice 0 0 22 0 22 
6. Punctuation 0 0 0 0 0 
7. Preposition 1 13 1 0 15 
8. Adverb 0 0 0 23 23 
9. Pronoun 0 3 0 0 3 
10. Subject-verb-agreement 0 21 0 0 21 
11. Spelling 0 0 0 0 0 
12. Adjective choice 0 0 2 0 2 
13. Noun choice 2 2 0 0 4 
14. Pronoun choice 0 0 2 0 2 
15. Conjunction 0 0 0 0 0 
16. Adjective 0 0 0 0 0 
17. Adverb choice 0 0 2 0 2 
18. Conjunction choice 0 0 0 0 0 
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19. Negation 0 0 4 0 4 
Total 4 313 63 23 403 
 
Similar to Chinese influenced errors, Malay influenced errors have the highest frequency of 
type omission (313 instances), followed by misinformation type (63 instances), misordering 
type (23 instances) and 4 addition type errors. The top five error categories of Malay influenced 
errors are verb tense omission (95 instances), singular/plural omission (92 instances), 
determiner omission (53 instances), verb choice omission (34 instances) and verb tense 
misinformation (26 instances). Malay did not cause errors in punctuation, spelling, conjunction 
(grammar), adjective (grammar) and conjunction choice (meaning and lexical).  
Table 9 





























































1. Verb tense 21 1 66 0 88 
2. Singular/plural 6 0 0 0 6 
3. Verb choice 12 10 20 1 43 
4. Determiner 19 9 4 0 32 
5. Preposition choice 2 0 16 0 18 
6. Punctuation 1 34 5 0 40 
7. Preposition 13 3 1 0 17 
8. Adverb 3 5 0 1 9 
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9. Pronoun 8 4 0 1 13 
10. Subject-verb-agreement 2 0 6 0 8 
11. Spelling 0 0 22 0 22 
12. Adjective choice 0 0 15 0 15 
13. Noun choice 3 1 9 0 13 
14. Pronoun choice 1 1 18 0 20 
15. Conjunction 2 11 0 0 13 
16. Adjective 0 0 0 0 0 
17. Adverb choice 0 0 2 0 2 
18. Conjunction choice 0 0 4 0 4 
19. Negation 0 0 0 0 0 
Total 93 79 188 3 363 
 
In contrast with Chinese influenced and Malay influenced errors that were mostly of type 
omission, intralingual errors were found mostly of type misinformation (188 instances), 
followed by addition (93 instances), omission (79 instances) and misordering (3 instances). 
The top five intralingual error categories are verb tense misinformation (66 instances), 
punctuation omission (34 instances), spelling misinformation (22 instances), verb tense 
addition (21 instances) and verb choice misinformation (20 instances). There were none 
adjective, and negation intralingual errors found.  
4.3 DISCUSSION  
This section will compare the results of the study with another research. It is worth mentioning 
that the findings of objective one is similar with the findings of a study conducted by Darus 
and Subramaniam (2009) on 72 Form Four Malay students from a national school in Malaysia. 
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Both studies found verb tense, singular/plural, verb choice and preposition to be the most 
challenging to learn in English. Apart from that, the results are also identical with a research 
conducted by Tan (2005) who found both Malay and Chinese participants making the highest 
amount of errors in verbal inflexion and plural marking. This could be explained by the 
identical language features of Chinese and Malay where morphologically marked tense and 
agreement features are both absent. Tan (2005) added that plural marking in Malay is not 
compulsory and in Chinese, nouns do not change their forms to mark plurality.  
 Besides, it is worth noting that the percentage of L1 influenced errors which is 58.3% 
found in objective two is identical with the findings of Hu (2016) that recorded 56% of L1 
influenced errors and Wu and Garza (2014) who recorded 60% interlingual errors. In other 
words, the results agree with the notion that L1 has huge impact on the acquisition of a second 
language. Aside from that, Malay influenced errors were also recorded at a high percentage 
(47.2%), this is because as mentioned earlier, verbal inflexion, plural marking and articles that 
















5.1 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS  
This research had identified, and analysed errors found in essays produced by Chinese 
university students in Malaysia. This was done by conducting error analysis on 46 English 
written essays from 46 participants that are Chinese Malaysian, speak Chinese as their first 
language, received primary school education from a Chinese vernacular primary school, passed 
English, Chinese and Malay at SPM level and are students of University of Malaysia Sarawak 
(UNIMAS). The data collection procedure commenced on 1 February 2020 and ended on 20 
March 2020.  
 Out of 19 error groups, the top five error groups with the highest frequency were found 
to be [1] verb tense, [2] singular/plural, [3] verb choice, [4] determiner and [5] preposition 
choice. It is of utmost importance to note that all five categories mentioned above received 
huge influence from L1 Chinese and L2 Malay. It is said so because the use of verb tense in 
English to show the time where the action takes place is missing in Chinese and Malay. The 
verbs in Chinese and Malay are not inflected to show time of an action, alternatively auxiliary 
verbs and particles are used and the verbs remain unchanged. For example, the particle ‘将 
jiang’ in Chinese and ‘akan’ in Malay are used to show an action that will be done in the future; 
the particle ‘已经 yijing’ in Chinese and ‘telah’ in Malay are used to mark a past event; the 
article ‘正在 zhengzai’ in Chinese and ‘sedang’ in Malay are used to show that an event is 
happening now (Darus & Khor, 2009). 
 Apart from that, the grammar structure of singular/plural in English is also impacted by 
L1 Chinese and L2 Malay. Tan (2005) explained that nouns in Chinese do not change their 
forms to mark plurality and in Malay, plural marking is not compulsory. Ting, Mahadhir, and 
Chang (2010) added that the concept of plurality is expressed in Malay by using numbers (kata 
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bilangan) and compound words (kata majmuk). Verb choice errors on the other hand could be 
explained by the absence of subject-verb agreement structure in Chinese and Malay, resulting 
in the omission and misinformation of auxiliary and modal verbs (Darus & Khor, 2009). 
Besides, determiner errors according to Poedjosoedarmo (2000) and Tay (1993) are highly 
influenced by L1 Chinese and L2 Malay because there is no equivalent features of definite and 
indefinite articles in Malay and Chinese. Darus and Khor (2009) pointed out that the 
preposition system in English is more complicated and rigid compared to Malay and Chinese, 
thus direct translating a preposition from Malay and Chinese will result in more than 1 
equivalent preposition, causing confusion and possible errors.  
 Apart from the frequency of each error categories, the sources of the errors were also 
examined. Out of the three sources of errors, Chinese influenced errors were found to be the 
most prominent source of errors with 497 instances (58.3%). Malay influenced errors were 
found to be the second prominent source with 403 instances (47.2%). Last but not least, 
intralingual errors were found to be the least prominent source of errors with 363 frequencies 
(42.6%). Chinese and Malay were found to have bigger influence on verb tense omission, 
singular/plural omission, determiner omission, verb choice omission and preposition choice 
misinformation due to the reasons discussed above. As opposed to that, most of the intralingual 
errors were from verb tense misinformation, punctuation omission, spelling misinformation, 
verb tense addition and verb choice misinformation. The reasons intralingual errors were 
mainly due to inadequate exposure and knowledge of the target language, English.  
 Chinese and Malay were found to have no influence on the acquisition of mechanics of 
English, i.e. spelling and punctuation. They were also found to have no influence on the use of 
adjectives (grammar) and the choice of conjunctions (lexical and meaning).  On the other hand, 
none negation and adjective (grammar) errors were found to be of source intralingual.  
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 In a nutshell, it could be said that learner’s first and second languages do have a huge 
impact of the acquisition of another second language as Lim (1976) suggest that learners of a 
particular language background will face different challenges while learning a new language, 
it could be understood that the language features mentioned above that are both absent in 
Chinese and Malay might have strengthened the overgeneralizing perception of the absence of 
those language features in all languages.  
5.2 IMPLICATIONS OF FINDINGS  
The findings of the study suggest that the top five most common errors were found related to 
the language background of the participants, i.e. the influence of Chinese and Malay language 
on the acquisition of English as a second language. Thus, it is undeniably true that the language 
background of the participants must be taken into consideration throughout the teaching and 
learning process of another language.  
 By realising this fact, different efforts could be made to enhance the learning process 
and experience of learners. For example, from a study conducted by Lo and Hyland (2007), it 
was found that most students used direct and inappropriate translations from Chinese to English 
in their writings, they were also found to be asking for the direct translation of certain phrases 
or sentences from Chinese to English, thus, book publishers and teachers could look into the 
possible errors that would be expected due to the frequent use of direct translation in producing 
writings in a second language. For instance, it was found that the direct translation of the 
preposition ‘在 zai’ would result in more than one options in English, e.g. in, on, at to refer to 
time, hence, book publishers and teacher could come out with teaching materials to overcome 
this problem by strengthening the use of different prepositions in different contexts in English.  
 Apart from the benefits to teachers and book publishers mentioned above, this research 
is also very useful for English learners of this language background. This is said so as they 
would be made aware of the common mistakes that they might make while writing in English. 
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Consequently, they would be more conscious while using the grammar structures that are 
missing in their learned languages.  
 Aside from that, the findings of this research also helped fill in the gap of knowledge 
regarding the language interferences faced by Chinese native speakers learning more than one 
second language. It was found that both the first and second languages interfere with the 
learning of another second language and the interference is said to be relatively high with 58.3% 
being Chinese influence and 47.2% being Malay influence.  
5.3 DIRECTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH  
 There are some aspects that could be improved and looked into by future studies. First, 
the number of participants could be increased as this study only took in 46 participants. As a 
result, the small number of participants might be insufficient to represent the group of people 
with this language background.  
 Aside from that, different writing topics and genres should be used to collect data from 
the participants. This is because different writing genres might result in different usage of 
vocabularies and tenses. For example, compared to a descriptive essay that allows participants 
to write freely on the topic, a more restricted report writing on a past event would result in more 
tense errors. Besides, different medium of language production could also be considered. For 
example, a study conducted by Ting, Mahadhir, and Chang (2010) using oral exchanges could 
be replicated with participants of this language background.  
 Last but not least, future studies could consider taking in equal number of participants 
of different language proficiency levels to examine the relationship between language 
proficiency levels and sources of errors as Ruminar (2018) found that students with low English 
proficiency make more interlingual errors whereas students with high English proficiency 
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SAMPLE MARKED ESSAY  
My best friend. 
Many would imagine a best friend to be someone whom they always hangout with and 
know the deepest darkest secrets in each other’s lives. I personally do not believe the idea of 
having a best friend in life. Growing up with many different changes in my social circle or 
group of friends have taught me that having close friends are better than a best friend. When I 
was still in primary school, my classmates would always fight over certain famous classmates 
just to make them their best friend. It felt so political and unsincere of them because they 
wanted to get something out of it. Another reason why I do not believe in this idea is because 
I have witnessed many failed friendships where people get too close and they just fall out of it. 
Thus, I prefer the idea of having a group of close friends whom you can hangout with anytime 
but also have a distance among each other. This is because I love my own personal space where 
most of my friends understand. I do not have the capacity to hangout all the time and have 
someone too close into my personal bubble. 
In my case, I have many groups of friends that I am close to. For example, the group from 
church, secondary school and university. These are the people whom I have spent a lot of time 
with for the past few years and we know each other well. There is also this group of girls whom 
I am especially close to ever since Form 1. I believe this is the group that I am the closest to 
because we know each other’s parents and our parents are familiar with this group of noisy 
girls. We were classmates in secondary school and we really clicked with each other. But one 
of the girls moved to Kedah to continue her studies in Form 3 and we {*}Subject Verb Agreement Omissionalso 
separated into different classes as we moved up to Form 4. We still managed to meet up and 
maintain the friendship by going to the same tuition class and hanging out. As we moved into 
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the phase of university, we {*}Subject Verb Agreement Omissionseparated into different states. However, they 
always make the effort to meet up whenever we are all in our hometown, be it Chinese New 
Year or semester breaks. I really appreciate how they always make time to meet up no matter 
how busy they all are. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
